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Otero's Visitor
.

By MANUELA WIL~IAMS CROSNO
'

,

in my library, reading. Behind' me a 'slow
. summer breeze stirred the curtains on the door opening to
the patio of the old Spanish-style adobe where I am living.
I was reading andnteresting, if somewhat errati~ history of
the early days of this country, and thought to myself that
Montoya knew more of the folklore and of the people themselves, than did the historian, for the only way to understand
. the people completely is to' live with them all of one's life.
Montoya, now, could supplement.the very story I was reading with interesti~g facts. I was surprised. by a rustle behind me different from the stir of the breeze, and, turning
about, I found Montoya standing in the doorway almost as
if in answer 1;(;> my desire to see him., .
"I come softly," he said~ with the graceful gesture of
his hands, peculiar to him, "if you are writing, I go away!"
"Now that I see you aren't a. ghost," I laughed, "do
come in I"
.
Montoya came in and seated himself leisurely. "Ha,
so you think I am of the spirits," he replied. "And there was
that one, Otero, and the man who came to visit him I" Then,
with a little persuasion on my part, Montoya began his
sto'ry:
~,
Many years ago there cam'e to this country from Spain,
a noble family named Otero. Many sons there were with
.much gold claimed from conquest, so that the family was
able to establish itself well in the. new world. lIandsome
were the senors 'and beautiful the sefioritas~ One of the
sons, Adolfo, built for himself a beautiful hacienda, and furnished it with possessions the family had brought with them
,from Spain. The walls of the long, low building w~re made
of adobe and were four feet thick. The rooms were built
about a patio. and many of the doora opened out to it. These
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doors were of heavy, hand-hewn wood. There were lace curtains at the windows, and the highest of luxuries, an organ,
stood in one corner of the long living room near the fireplace.
It was beautifully made of carved wood and was supported
with heavy carved legs. The organ had been brought from
Spain by way of Me~ico City and a long three months' journey northward on an ox-cart.
•
There were many sons and daughters born in the hacienda of Adolfo Otero, and it became a place of laughter and
song and music. Young people and old for miles about found
it a place in which to make merry, ~nd always there was
~bout it the feeling of warm hospitality. Happy indeed were
they who dwelled within its walls.
As Don Adolfo grew older and could no longer count
the white hairs among the black, but could more easily count
the black ones, among the white, he thought that life had
given him all that he could desire. One by one the sons and
daughters had married and established haciendas for themselves, and now Don Adolfo lived 'alone except for his wife
and two ..servants. But sti\l there came to the house many
who were friends, and some who were strangers, lor the
weary traveller who had hear4 about the open hospitality
was accustomed to stop here on his journeys and spend the
night.
Now this is a country of many winds. Sometimes the
soft winds blow from the southwest and travel close to the
ground. They are the winds that sing songs in the yucca
and grasses that grow on the mesa. But sometimes the hard
winds blow from the east and bring snow, if it is winter, or
sand. The aand blows hard into the .face of the traveller and
beats against his horse so that he is driven to seek shelter.
On'e day, there came such a wind. All day it beat about the
hacienda of Don Otero and blew the white sands and the
brown sands in piles against the doors and windows. No
one ventured out on this day, and even when the sun vanished behind the mountains, leaving a trail of smoldering
fire, the wind did not abate. In the darkness of the night, it
seemed even worse than it 4ad been in the daytime.
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The two servants and Dona Otero retired early, but Don
, Adolfo remained in the living room. Two o~ three times he
paced back and forth, back and forth, with an assuring step,
as if to tell the elements he was calm and at peace. Then he
seated himself before the fireplace, where he sat looking into
the embers, dreaming who knows what dreams? A handsome figure he made sitting tliere, smoking his pipe, his hair
falling down to his shoulders in the soft whiteness like
snowbanks in the early morning. His eyes were black and
still much alive with the vitality .of living. Like coals they
glowed as the light before him flickered and threw shadows'
upon the wall. ~e wore a black 'jacket, trimmed in fine black
satin, and black trousers. About his waist was tied a sash
of bright colprs. Su~denly his revery was interru}?ted by a
hasty pounding on 'his door. Don Adolfo pulled back the
heavy bars that formed the lock, and the great carved door
swung open to admit a stranger. He seemed in great agitation and would not remove ,his hat; nor would he~ partake of
the warmth before the fire, or wait for some of the wine
.Otero offered to bring for him. "He was a young man, wellformed. His black beard stood out in sharp contrast to the
white face beneath it.
"They are coming," he said, seeming to assume that Don '
Adolfo knew who "they" might be. "This' they must not
.find!" And, he drew from his coat a small box of carved
wood and thrust it into the hand of Don Adolfo.
"You shall hide it for me and when I come again you
shall give it to me 1 Guard it with your life I' Hide it c~re
fully and tell no one I" With these words, the man turned,
opened the door, and it closed quickly be~ind him. In a
moment, Don Adolfo heard the souhd of horse hoofs as the
stranger rode quickly away.
Amazed~ Otero stood and held the little carved box.
Then he walked closer to the firelight and examined it., It
was curiously carved, butwhether or not it was locked, Otero
never knew for he was a Spanish gentleman-a caballero!
. Then, recalling the command 9>of his visitor, he walked over
t
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. to the old organ,opened a secret panel in one of the heavy
wooden legs, and here he carefully inserted the box and
closed the panel. Don Adolfo smiled to himself with satisfaction, because he had been able to hide the box so well.
Even his wife did not know of this place.
•
He went back and sat down before the fire. Soon there
was. a clatter of hoofs, and three armed
men stood in his
.
·doorway.
"Has someone stopped here?" they asked, glancing
\. around the room. "Have you heard anyone pass?"
Otero held his head to one side as if thinking. "A few:
minutes ago I heard horse hoofs flying down the road in a
great hurry!" he said.
The years continued to throw their days a,cross the
path of Don Adolfo, but he did not forget the stranget: who
had placed a box in his keeping, nor did he forget to
guard the trl,lst that had been given him. He waited for the
return of'the man, and indeed, he never thought to open the
secret panel, until .the stranger should return to claim his
property. And one day Don AdQ~,fo died, taking with 'him
the secret of the little carved vox and its hiding place. His
estate was settled 9Y his sons, and all of his obligations
known to them,
wer~ dutifully discharged.
.
The eldest son, Reyes, moved into the hacienda with his
wife, in order to be with his mother, who was, also grown
quite old. Reyes was much like his father, an honorable
man,. but times were different. With the o~-coming of
American civilization, ranchos sprang up along the old
road".which was now 'repaired often, and here and there
little villages grew, so that it was no longer necessary' for
strangers to seek hospitality in the open countryside. For
days at a time, however, the hacienda would ring with the
laughter of y"bung people and of old, when Reyes would call
them there for a fiesta to honor the old days. ~ And the good
people would sit about with lighted faces, ~peaking of Don
Adolfo; and the 'many fine times they had, enjoyed under
that very roof. The younger ones would gather about the

.
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old organ, ,standing in one corner of the long living room'
where it had always stood, a~d sing songs.
"It is a ,fine instrument," said Don Reyes, in praise of
the organ. "Each day its tone becomes more and more
.,
mellow!"
One moonlight night, when the wind was blowing,
Carla, the wife of Reyes, was awakened by a sound in the
house. She arose quickly and walked to the living room door.' .
J list outside the room sl!e listened. Yes, she was sure of it!
There were footsteps walking slowly up and down the room,
back and forth, back and forth! Quiet, assured footsteps!
They sounded as if they knew where they were going! She
opened the door, but could see no one in, the moon lighted
room. She walked across to the organ and back, but no on~
was there. .
The next morning she told her husband, and that night,
he too, listened, but they heard nothing. Smiling at her, he
told her he thought she had be~ mistaken,~ut she implored
him to listen with her again. On this night? too, they heard
nothing. For six nights they listened, and on the seventh
night, when the wind was blowing, they heard the Jootsteps
walking back and forth, back and forth, the full length of the
living room and then pausing before the organ. But when
they enter~d the room, no one was there. Soon they learned
to expect the footsteps just before ten o'clock each night
that the wind blew and promptly at ten-thirty theywoul~
..cease and not be heard again. Reyes and Carla might have
been frightened, but there was a re-assurance in the walk
that quieted their fears.
. They said nothing' to .the old Dona, the wife of Don
Adolfo, thinking that it would alarm her. Great was the
.surprise of Don Reyes, th'erefore, on a certain morning, to
come upon his mother, walking back and forth in the living
room, back and forth, back and forth. For a moment he
. thought it might have been' she whom he and his. wife had
heard, but his mother's footsteps were much lighter, and besides, she could not have disapPeared so quickly. He and
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his wife had never been able to-intercept. their visitor.
So he asked, "Mamacita, what do you do here?"
" She looked at him' moment, quietly. "Don Adolfo,
your father, wa.lks in this room many nights," she said. "I
am trying to find what is disturbing lUs spirit I"
There was conviction upon her: face, and Don Reyes
knew then that the footsteps he had hleard were as the footsteps of his father. Maity times had 'he heard him walk in
just this fashion; and that, he thought, was why the footsteps did not frighten or alarm him. They were familiar
~ ones! He .needed time to think about this thing I So he said
to his mother, "Do not be perturbed, Mamacita I My father
was a good man. We will find out whatls disturbing 'him.
I will help you I" And he patted her gently upon her stooped
shoulders.
.
So "Don Reyes remained ,alone in the living room each
evening when the: wind brought sand, and he sat quietly before the fireplace,: looking almost like his father. _ But nothing happened, although Don Reyes sat there for iliany evenings, hearing the footsteps. '
One Friday, t,here came a sandstorm. All day the wind
beat sand.and whirled it in heaps about the hacienda; there
was a constant pelting of sand against the windows-the
.white sands and the prown sands. Noone ventured to leave
the house. After tHe sun had set, the wind seemed to increase in its fury. But before the fireplace s~t Don Reyes
waiting for he knew not what--hoping only to assuage the
concern of his mother for his father..
tt
Suddenly there came a quick kIlock at the door and he
opened it to admit a stranger. The man looked at \bim un..
certainly in ,the dim light. Reyes closed the door and pushed
the heavy bars against.~t to keep out the wind and sand. The
stranger seemed greatly agitated. He was -a middle-:-aged
.. man, well formed. A black beard stood out in sharp contrast
to his white face.
Without sitting down, he began, "But I thought you
were Otero-Senor Adolfo Otero! As I- came past the window and saw you sitting there, I thought-"
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And Reyes added, "He was my father."
The man'hesitated,
as if weighing in his mind whether
...
to inform Reyes of the purphse of his visit. Then he spoke"
"A. son of Adolfo Otero could not be other than trustworthy.
I come for a box left in the keeping of your' father."
"Come," said Reyes, "sit here."And he pointed the stranger to a chair before the fireplace. The man sat down Witnout removing his coat, as one
in a daze, and said. something under his breath in a queer
mumble that Reyes'did not understand.
.
"Come," Reyes said a~ain, "make yourself comforttble.
You are but chilled from the wind! I do not know where my
father left your box, but I will try to think where it might
be. Let me bring some wine for you."
,
The stranger did not ans,wer. He sat stooped over ih
his chair toward the fire, in a disconsolate manner.
As Reyes reached the door leading out of the room, he
heard the footsteps. That tpe man by the fireplace heard
them also, he knew by the startled look in his eyes as he
arose quickly to his feet and stared at Reyes.
~, 'Reyes smiled. "Do not be alarmed," he said reassuri! b g l y . '
' .
~
i 'The footsteps
had walked over' to the .6rgan, and
.
stopped. Reyes closed the door behind ,him, and went to'
bring the wine. In a short time, he returned. ,
The outside door stood open. The stranger had disap-'
peared. As Reyes stood in the, room and looked about him,
his eyes saw a small panel in the
, leg of the organ 'slide softly
shut. Then he heard the footsteps for the last time. The
wind from the entrance blew the door open leading to the
patio, and·, the curtains parted as if someone walked through'
them and closed them gently.
Reyes Otero closed the outer door against the fuI"Y. of
the wind, and hastened to the prgan, where he stooped to
examine the place in which he bad" seen the oPening close.
When his fingers found the secret panel and slid it open, he
knew that hi~ father's last trust ha? been honorably discharged. The little enclosure was emJi>ty! .
,
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